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HISTORY OF EXPOSITION PARK. 

BY MRS. LILLIAN A. VAN AKEN. 

The importance of that tract of land, now known as Exposition 
Park, to the citizens of Los Angeles and particularly on account of 
its proximity to the University of Southern California, has become 
such as to warrant research into its history. Such research I have 
undertaken, in the process of which there are revealed such phases 
of greed and rapacity, debauchery and cruelty on the one hand and 
such public spirit and unselfish endeavor upon the other hand, as 
might profitably engage the attention of one possessing a more facile 
pen than mine. 

In such fashion as I am able, I undertake to chronicle the facts 
which have been gathered. 

Originally this tract formed a part of the Spanish Crown lands 
of the Mexican province of California. In 1848, by the treaty of 
Guadaloupe Hidalgo, it passed into possession of the United States 
and later was opened as public land subject to entry. 

An examination of the public records shows that in the year 
1872 the following tract of land, to-wit, the N. W. Ya. of Section 7, 
Township 2 S., Range 13 W., San Bernardino base and meridian, 
or that body of land containing one hundred and sixty acres bounded 
by what is now known as Santa Monica Avenue on the north, 
Figueroa Street on the east, Santa Barbara Avenue on the south, 
and Vermont Avenue on the west, was transferred by one James 
Thompson to a corporation known as the Southern District Agri- 
cultural Society. 

Further research discloses the fact that this Society was composed 
of about one hundred gentlemen whose names are connected with 
many of the enterprises for the upbuilding of Southern California. 

These gentlemen contributed from one hundred to five hundred 
dollars each toward a fund of twelve thousand five hundred dollars, 
which formed the capital stock of the Society. It would seem, how- 
ever, that this sum was insufficient to carry out their aim to establish 
here an agricultural exposition. 

Being a private corporation, they could not secure aid from the 
State. The following year (1873) the society obtained a loan of five 
thousand dollars and secured the same by a mortgage upon the 
property to W. W. O'Melveny. 
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In 1879 the mortgage was foreclosed and judgment entered for 
the sum of eight thousand nine hundred eighty-nine dollars and 
twenty-four cents ($8,989.24). In 1880 these public spirited gen- 
tlemen, with others, conceived the idea that there should be a state 
organization for the purpose of encouraging the industries of the 
State. With the view to securing State aid, they requested the Leg- 
islature to pass a law dividing the State into districts and providing 
for the organization of district agricultural associations. 

In this manner the "Sixth District Agricultural Association" came 
into existence, covering the territory of the following counties : Los 
Angeles, San Diego, San Bernardino, Ventura, Santa Barbara and 
Inyo (Orange, Riverside and Imperial Counties were not at that time 
organized). 

The gentlemen interested in the old corporation then procured 
Mr. Isaac N. Moore to purchase the property at the Sheriff's sale 
which followed the foreclosure of the mortgage, and to hold the 
title until they could devise some plan by which the claims outstand- 
ing could be paid off and the property transferred to the new asso- 
ciation. 

On May 20, 1880, the Sixth District Agricultural Association was 
legally organized, and its first Board of Directors was nominated 
by the Governor. 

This Board consisted of the following well-known gentlemen: 
J. E. HoUenbeck, William Niles, O. W. Childs, Elwood Cooper, 
John G. Downey, F. J. Barvette, James W. Waters Jr., and L. J. 
Rose. 

The plan adopted for relieving the property of debt was as follows : 
A survey of the property was made and the west, east and south 
sides of the quarter section were platted in lots; on the west or 
Vermont Avenue frontage into one hundred and thirty building 
lots, which were sold for one hundred dollars each; on the east 
and south sides into acre lots. 

The receipts from sales made were sufficient to redeem the prop- 
erty and on August 7, 1880, final payment was made and a receipt 
in full for five thousand, three hundred forty-seven and ninety-five 
hundredth dollars ($5,347.95) was given by Mr. I. N. Moore to 
J. E. HoUenbeck, President and William Niles, Secretary of the 
Sixth District Agricultural Association. This receipt contained an 
agreement to deed to the Board of Directors of the Sixth District 
Agricultural Association, Tn one piece, or divided as they may elect, 
the property known as Agricultural Park. 

Thereafter the board appointed a committee consisting of Messrs. 
HoUenbeck, Niles and Childs, to draw up the necessary deed to 
the Association. 

This committee delegated Mr. Niles to prepare the deed. 
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Mr. Niles prepared a deed which contained a very peculiar pro- 
vision. It was executed in favor of J. E. HoUenbeck and about 
one hundred other persons in undivided proportions and provided 
that "the property should be held for a period of twenty-five years 
as a place for holding agricultural expositions and fairs and there- 
after the parties were to hold the property as tenants in common." 

Evidently the gentlemen composing the Board of Directors- of the 
Sixth District Agricultural Association did not take pains to scrut- 
inize this document, or at least did not appreciate its import at 
the time. On June 19, 1883, an action was begun in the Superior 
Court of Los Angeles County, in which nearly all of the grantees 
in the above described deed were the plaintiffs, for the purpose of 
setting aside said deed on the ground that "it was procured through 
fraudulent and false representations." The case did not reach final 
adjudication until 1885. 

In the meantime all the ' defendants except William Niles, his 
brother and one Fairchild, disclaimed any interest in the land above 
described. Judgment was finally rendered, setting aside the fradu- 
lent deed and a new deed was ordered made to the Sixth District 
Agricultural Association. In some manner which it is difficult to 
harmonize with the findings of the court, William Niles, his brother 
and the man Fairchild, each received a deed to an acre tract desig- 
nated as lots W, X and Y. 

Because of his participation in this attempted fraud, William Niles 
was removed by the Governor from the Board of Directors, his 
place being taken by Mr. J. C. Newton. 

In 1895 a new complication arose in the affairs of the Sixth Dis- 
trict Agricultural Association. A fresh attack was made upon 
the integrity of the property, which by this time had become very 
valuable. 

The Hon. John C. Lynch, of San Bernardino, at that time the 
speaker of the lower house of the Legislature, procured the passage 
of a bill amending the law of 1880, providing for the division of 
the State into agricultural districts and the organization of an asso- 
ciation in each district. This amendment contained the provision 
that certain asssociations might elect to have a capital stock and 
further provided that the stockholders might elect their own board 
of directors and that all of the property of the association should 
be turned over to the exclusive control of the stockholders, "pro- 
vided, however, that in the event of the State making an appro- 
priation for holding fairs, the stockholders' board should turn over 
the property to the State Board for one week during the year for 
the purpose of holding said fair." (See Statutes of 1895.) 

Strenuous objection was made by the members of the Board of 
Directors of the Sixth District Agricultural Association to this 
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barefaced attempt to rob the State of this valuable property. Mr. 
J. C. Newton and Mr. Stephens led the fight against the ag- 
gressors. It was not until 1897, when these gentlemen were dis- 
placed by other more pliable agents, that the new board went through 
the formalities provided in the amendment of 1895 and elected to 
have a capital stock divided into one hundred and thirty shares of 
one hundred dollars each. 

The corporation thus formed was termed "Agricultural District 
Number Six," a name so like the legal designation as to be mis- 
leading. A Board of Directors was chosen for the new organiza- 
tion, five of whom were members of the State Board. Of this new 
board, known as the Stockholders' Board, the Hon. John C. Lynch 
became the president. 

On May 22, 1897, the property was transferred to the control of 
this board, which for a period of nearly ten years, or until the 
decision of Judge Wialdo M. York of the Superior Court restored 
the possession to the directors of the Sixth District Agricultural 
Association. At this time the area of the Sixth District had been 
reduced by successive amendments to the Statutes to include Los 
Angeles County only. 

The suit to recover possession was brought by Attorney W. M. 
Bowen, in behalf of the Sixth District Agricultural Association. 

We are indebted to Mr. Bowen for very valuable and interesting 
information regarding the incidents which led him to undertake this 
case. 

"In the spring of 1899," says Mr. Bowen, "I began to see a 
falling off in the attendance upon my Sunday school class in the 
University Methodist Church. The class numbered twenty-seven 
boys, whom I had gathered from all over the University district, 
poor and neglected boys, most of them. I set out to discover the 
cause for their delinquency, and found it to lie in the demoralizing 
attractions of the former county fair grounds, called Agricultural 
Park, where "Col." F. D. Black, lessee of the grounds, was con- 
ducting Sunday coursing matches, with gambling places and open 
saloons in conjunction. I found the place to be, without doubt, 
the worst in Los Angeles County. The saloons ran wide open 
every Sunday, with dozens of boys going there each week to learn 
to gamble. 

The hotel on the premises had a bad reputation, while the running 
of the rabbits was brutal and demoralizing in the extreme. 

A canvass of the situation led to the conclusion that the only 
satisfactory thing to do was to remove the objectionable amuse- 
ment center from the University district, which at that time lay 
outside the city limits and was therefore not amenable to city 
ordinance." 
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The task to which Mr. Bowen set himself was not unHke that 
of Hercules in the cleaning of the Augean stables. He immediately 
began to turn the current of public opinion in upon the bed of 
corruption. At this time, it should be remembered, Mr. Bowen 
had not thought that the property was not in the control of the 
rightful owners. This information came to him later, as we shall 
presently see. 

By the aid of his pastor, Rev. Francis M, Larkin, the church 
people were aroused. The "Good Government Alliance," a civic 
organization formed for the betterment of the University district 
took up the fight to suppress violations of the Sunday closing ordi- 
nances. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
was induced to institute legal proceedings to test the question of 
the right of the management to maintain such a sport under the 
conditions. A movement was started to annex the territory to the 
city of Los Angeles. This was bitterly fought by the race-track 
crowd, but they were beaten by the better element and the territory 
was annexed and thereafter the city ordinances applied. 

Thus one by one the enemy's outposts were captured, but "Col." 
Black and his morally dark-hued companions still held the main 
position. In order to exert a closer scrutiny and more effectual 
suppression upon this plague spot, Mr. Bowen yielded to the demands 
of the citizens and entered the City Council as member from the 
Fifth Ward. 

About this time Mr. Bowen conceived the idea that the only 
way to control this iniquity was to purchase the property and hold 
it as a public park. To this end, Mr. Bowen started to raise money 
by private subscription. About twenty-five thousand dollars had 
been subscribed when, in soliciting from one gentleman, the late 
Judge Slauson, it was suggested to him that he would do well to 
investigate the title and find out who was the real owner. Acting 
upon this suggestion, Mr. Bowen consulted Hon. Lee C. Gates, 
attorney for the Title Insurance and Trust Company, and by his 
aid discovered the flaw in the title which led to the litigation which 
resulted in the restoration of the property to its rightful owners, 
the people. 

At this point it might be well to recite the trusts stipulated in the 
deed above referred to, bearing date May 7, 1885, from Isaac N. 
Moore to W. J. Broderick, William Ferguson and E. L. Maberry, 
in trust, to convey to the Sixth District Agricultural Association: 
"The said land shall be held in perpetuity as a place for holding 
agricultural exhibitions or fairs, and shall be managed and con- 
trolled by the said association for that purpose and also for the 
purpose, so far as consistent therewith, of renting or otherwise 
managing said property so as to raise revenue for meeting the 
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expenses of holding such exhibitions or fairs, and especially, so far 
as consistent with the above purposes, for the purpose of holding 
exhibitions of cattle, horses and other stock, and of agricultural, 
horticultural, viticultural, mechanical, manufacturing and domestic 
products of Agricultural District Number Six, with a view to the 
improvement of all industries in same." 

The Supreme Court in its decision (see California Reports, 1908), 
after reviewing the facts as we have stated above, say: "Upon the 
foregoing facts it appears to us the important question in the case 
is as to the validity of the amendment of 1895, carried into the act 
of 1897, purporting to authorize the issuance of capital stock by 
such an association, and the control and management of the property 
thereof by the stockholders for their own benefit through their 
elected board of diretcors." 

After discussing at some length the question of the legality of the 
organization of the "Sixth District Agricultural Association," they 
remark: "There can be no question as to the statue of any such 
association and the character of the property held by it at the 
time of the enactment of this amendment (that of 1895). It was, as 
expressly declared by both the acts of 1880 and 1891 a state insti- 
tution." * * * 

"Its property was public property, dedicated to the purposes of 
such public corporation and accepted therefor by the state." 

They then cite the State Constitution which "prohibits the Leg- 
islature from making gifts of public money or thing of value ,to 
any individual, municipality or corporation whatever." 

They sum up in the following language : 

"It appears to us in view of the facts already stated, that the 
amendment of 1895 is clearly in conflict with this provision. * * * 

"To our minds the amendment is a clear case of an attemptea 
gift of public property and therefore void." 

Having won the decision of the suit for recovery of the possession 
of the property, the reorganized Board of Directors of the Sixth 
District Agricultural Association began to plan for the future of 
the park. The new thought concerning it was to make it a per- 
petual exposition and playground for the citizens of the district. 

By this time (1908) the city had grown up around and beyond 
it, so as to make it central rather than suburban. It naturally 
becomes one of the city's parks. 

Led by Mr. Bowen, a movement was inaugurated to regain for 
this park a portion of the land of the original quarter section which 
had been sold in lots and acre tracts. The acre tracts were few, if 
any of them, improved with buildings. The larger portion of these 
have been recovered by condemnation proceedings. The cost of 
these proceedings has been very great and the burden of paying 
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for it has been unjustly placed upon an assessment district com- 
prising but a limited portion of the city. Since it is the largest park 
within the city limits and the most central, it should be enlarged and 
improved by the whole city and not by a portion thereof. Sometime 
the people of Los Angeles will demand that the entire one hundred 
and sixty acres originally included in this tract shall be restored 
to the park and this' can never be done at less expense than now. 
The acre lots lying along the Santa Barbara frontage, now belonging 
to the H. E. Huntington Land Company, are practically vacant 
and can be acquired at a fair valuation. 

This brings us to consider the changes which have been made 
within the grounds since the property was recovered by the Sixth 
District Agricultural Association. These changes were brought 
about very largely through the efforts of Mr. Bowen. 

First of all the idea was conceived to build a permanent exposi- 
tion building and museum. To obtain the consent of the State 
Legislature to this object, Mr. Bowen devised the plan to interest 
the City Council and County Supervisors to agree to the expenditure 
of a sum equal to that appropriated by the State for building and 
for other improvements. In this manner it was finally accomplished 
that the Supervisors of the County appropriated one hundred and 
fifty thousand dollars for the erection of the Museum of History, 
Science and Art, the City Council appropriated one hundred thou- 
sand dollars for beautifying the grounds and the State appropriated 
two hundred and fifty thousand dollars toward the building. Later 
appropriations were made by the State for an armory to cost, when 
completed, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. 

These buildings are grouped at the north front of the park about 
a space of some ten or fifteen acres to be beautified as a sunken 
garden ; in the center of this space is to be erected a magnificent 
fountain, commemorating the bringing to Los Angeles the waters 
from the distant Sierras. To make room for these improvements, it 
was necessary to do away with the old speedway, the long diameter 
of which was diagonal to the tract, and to establish an entirely new 
speedway having its long diameter east and west. 

For this change there was no fund available. Mr. C. A. Canfield, 
- lately deceased, a wealthy and very public-spirited gentleman, who 
was especially interested in the perpetuation of the speedway, con- 
tributed five thousand dollars toward the work. Other interested 
gentlemen contributed another five thousand dollars. The City 
Council appropriated ten thousand dollars for a fifty-year lease of 
the ground upon which to build an Art Gallery at the west side of the 
sunken garden. In this manner the necessary funds were gathered 
and the work of remodeling the grounds began. 

On December 17, 1910, the corner stones of both the Exposition 
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building and the Museum of History, Science and Art were laid 
with appropriate and elaborate ceremonies. 

The Museum of History, Science and Art is managed by a Board 
of Governors on an agreement with the Board of Supervisors, 
whereby the County defrays all expenses of management and 
maintenance for a period of fifty years. The Board of Governors 
consists of two representatives from each of the following organi- 
zations : The Fine Arts League, the Historical Society, the Southern 
California Academy of Science, the Cooper Ornithological Society, 
together with one member at large and the chairman of the Board 
of Supervisors. 

An agreement has been entered into between the City of Los 
Angeles and the Sixth District Agricultural Association by which 
the entire infield inside the speedway is used as an athletic field. 
One of the features of this field is a great Stadium, to be constructed 
in the west end of the oval, which is to have a seating capacity of 
from thirty to fifty thousand persons. In this Stadium great athletic 
contests of the future will be held. 

Through the splendid generosity of Mr. C. A. Canfield, the erec- 
tion of a commodious and substantial amphitheatre was made possi- 
ble, he having contributed thirty thousand dollars of the fifty thou- 
sand dollars that it is to cost. 

Mr. Canfield also contributed an additional five thousand dollars 
for the construction of a subway under the speedway to the infield. 

These improvements, some of them completed, some of them in 
process of construction, some of them existing only in the sketches 
of the architects, are but a beginning of what is to be done to 
transform this plat of ground from a plague spot, dangerous to 
the morals of the community, into a playground and breathing 
place alike delightful to the senses and uplifting to the intellect and 
morals. 

The day of horse-racing for profit to the sporting fraternity is 
past. Mechanical devises are fast supplanting the horse for purposes 
of transportation. It may come to pass in some future period that 
this best friend of man in all the lower animal kingdom will be 
exhibited only as a historical relic. The two-minute race horse 
will be referred to as an example of the sedate and slow-going race of 
men that could be satisfied with such dilatory means of transporta- 
tion. 

The apprehension in the minds of many lest this race-track ap- 
pendage to our park shall be a hindrance to its^ beneficial offices is 
therefore not well taken. Time will adjust all this and we shall 
see here, what Los Angeles so much needs, a park which in location, 
in size, in development and beauty shall be adequate and satisfactory. 

On November 6, 1913, the park was formally opened to the public 
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with appropriate ceremonies. There was a great parade in which 
civic and military bodies participated. It was estimated that not 
fewer than thirty-five thousand people assembled here on this oc- 
casion. 

The Museum of History, Science and Art was formally and of- 
ficially opened with a speech by District Attorney Captain John D. 
Fredericks. Hon. Lee C. Gates was also one of the speakers. The 
corner stone of the Armory was laid with Masonic ceremonies, 
Judge J. D. Murphy conducting the same. Senator John D. Works 
delivered the oration at the dedicatory ceremonies of the ground 
for the erection of the fountain commemorating the advent of the 
great aqueduct. 

Two men were especially applauded in these various ceremonies, 
Mr. W. M. Bowen for his efforts in behalf of the people in securing 
this splendid playground for them and the generations to come, and 
Mr. W. H. Mulholland, whose genius as an engineer has accomp- 
lished the great task of bringing to the city's gates the waters of the 
distant Sierra. 

Upon the pages of history these names will ever remain as bene- 
factors of their fellow citizens. 



